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ORAL HISTORY
INTERVIEW WITH MRS . OPAL GEORGESON

Submitted by
Gwen Poore & Denise Armbrister

In partial fulfillment for the requirements of ,
History of American Education ,
Fort Hays State University

Fall , 1987

ORAL HISTORY OF MRS . OPAL GEORGESON
Our interview was co~ducted with Mrs . Opal Georgeson of
rural Lenora, Kansas.

She taught in three separate one-room

schools during her five years of teaching .
Gwen:

Here we are at the Plymouth Stone Schoolhouse on Fort
Hays State University campus. Denise Armbrister and I ,
Gwen Poore, are going to interview my grandmother, Mrs .
Opal Georgeson, who is a resident of Lenora, Kansas.
She lives about eight miles south of Lenora and has
taught in three different one-room stone schoolhouses.
Grandma, could you name the three schools that you taught
at?

Opal:

Yes . And the first one, they were not stone, they were
just painted-white school was Goshen. I think I started
out with about twelve students and then I taught there
two years. Then I went to Union School which is just,
it was two miles from where I live now; of course the
school house isn't there anymore , and I taught there two
years. And then , of course , I was married by that time ,
and I moved east of there about four or five miles I expect and I taught there two years. And I substituted at
another school that didn't have a teacher when September
came, so I went down and helped them out at the first of
the year.

Gwen:

Okay , so those schoolhouses were made out of wood then,
instead of stone?

Opal:

Most of them were just the siding.

Gwen:

And they were one-room stone schoolhouses?

Opal:

They were one-room schoolhouses ,

Gwen:

And your curriculum , what were some of the studies that
you taught?

Opal:

Well, when you was in a one-room school, you taught all
of them. And at that time, you didn't have social studies,
it was everything: geography and history and English were
separate classes.

Gwen:

What was the length of your school day and school year?

Opal:

Okay , we'd take up at 9 : 00 and have an hour off. Well,
we'd have fifteen minutes in the morning for recess and

just about this size.
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(Opal continued)
then an hour off for noon , and take up again at 1:00 and
we was out at 4 : 00 , and there was another recess about
half-way between on~ and four .
Gwen :

And was this the same for each school?

Opal :

Yes.

Gwen:

What were some of the teaching methods that you used?

Opal:

Well, it was just, you had to
the time and the pupils. You
class and get by if you had a
know . And I think I tried to
the harder subjects in before

Gwen :

So , did you start with the first grade and then move to
the eighth grade? Did you have a lot of recitation?

Opal:

Yes . Quite a bit, that's all we had time for, and in
between tried to help someone with problems if you could .
That is one of the problems with the one-room school and
one teacher--you couldn't help ones who needed it enough .
That is the beauty of the school's who have it now .

Gwen :

On this stone schoolhouse , we have like the blackboard ...

do the best you could with
had about a ten minute
pretty large class , you
have reading and some of
noon--reading and math.

(break in film due to a low battery)
Did you have any special classes like LD programs?
Opal :

No, we didn't have then , we didn't have time for them.

Gwen:

Could you describe a typical day and your curriculum
throughout the day?

Opal :

I had to get up pretty early in the winter time . The
teachers then had to go and fix their own fire and dust
the desks. And then, a lot of times , we sang songs in
the morning to start school and the class salute, and
then the recess . If it was good at all, we would go outside because there was no place inside . We would play
baseball and any that they wanted to and I would play
with them . Every noon everyone brought their lunch in
a lunch pail; then we would go out and play again until
one and come back in to start school and recess again is
about the same as the first one. Then they were always
ready to go home at four o'clock. Then, I would have to
clean up the schoolhouse after they left and gvade
papers. That was a big job . You had to grade all those
papers and then be ready to get back the next morning.
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Gwen :

Were competency tests given at different grade levels to
see whether they passed on to the next grade or not?

Opal :

No , you gave your ~wn tests , you know, when I wanted
to or needed to ; except seventh and eighth grades had
to go to the county , some place in the county , and
write on test- - that was for their eighth grade , whether
they graduated or not by the grade by writing on this
test .

Gwen :

So , you did have graduation exercises?

Opal :

Yes, they had them in the county seat for the eighth grade .

Gwen :

How did you decide on a textbook?

Opal :

Well , they were already decided for us.
what they wanted.

Gwen :

Did the students bring textbooks from home?

Opal :

They would furnish their own books. I think all the time
I taught they had to get their own books . A lot of times ,
their would be some times when someone in the family had,
and they could use those, or they would buy second hand
books.

Gwen :

What was the atmosphere of your classroom , the discipline ,
was it strict or loose?

Opal :

It had to be pretty strict with that many pupils in oneroom , as strict as you could get it.

Gwen:

So , a lot of spankings?

Opal:

No , we didn't spank , but sometimes they had to stay in
from recess and couldn't play. But I don ' t think I ever
spanked or slapped any one at school .

Gwen :

What were some of the rules that you had back then that
were different from today?

Opal:

Oh , I think there was just a lot of rules. Our classrooms
were quiet because each one had to study and kinda tend
to themselves because when I was having class up front,
then the other grades had to study their lessons so it
was pretty quiet.

Gwen :

Did you have any special observances like spelling bees
on Fridays or any county exercises?

Opal:

A lot of times just to finish up a Friday afternoon , we
would have a spelling match or geography match .

We had to use
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Gwen :

I know they hold a county spelling bee in this . . .

Opal :

And then later on , I think the last t wo or three years
I taught , they did have some of those on the county seat .

Gwen :

Could you describe a typical day before and after school?
I know you told me that you came and got the wood going
and how did the students get to school?

Opal :

In the mornings . . . Well most of them walked and once
in awhile one would ride horseback , but most of the time
they would walk.

Gwen :

How were teachers expected to conduct themselves in the
community?

Opal :

Very , very well . School boards , we had school boards were
three at that time and some did not believe in dancing ,
and we tried to kinda do what they expected of us.

Gwen:

Did you have any experience , or maybe a male corning to
visit your school or anything?

Opal :

Well , you want me to tell about your granddad .

Gwen :

Yeah .

Opal :

The first day I taught school , it was in the afternoon , and
of course I was very nervous anyway , and a knock at the
door , and I opened the door and there was three young men.
They were neighbors , they were working on a thrashing
machine , and the machine broke down so one of them suggested
that they come visit my school . I opened the door and
there the three of them stood . I didn't say anything , but
they said , we come to visit school . I was so mad at them
I could kill all three of them ; but I wound up marrying
one of them anyway - -it was Gwe n' s granddad . But , you
know, I was really worried because the community or
school board wouldn't like that , I didn ' t think they
would . I was afraid I would los e my job , but I didn ' t .

Gwen:

Well , good. Did more than o ne teacher ever work at a
school at one time?

Opal :

No .

Gwen :

Was there a principal for the school?

Opal:

There was a superintendent that lived at the county seat,
and he would visit once during the year , and you never knew
he was coming, he would slip in quietly .

Gwen :

When he came , did he evaluate the teachers?

They didn't at the county school.
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Opal :

Yes , he did.

Gwen:

What kind of evaluation system did he use?

Opal:

Oh, it was mostly how you held classes and discipline .
And he would usually give the kids a little talk if he
thought they needed it .

Gwen:

How was your discipline handled?

Opal:

Just by staying in and doing extra school work. The boys,
you know , they were , some of them were as large as the
teacher and you couldn't do much with them .

Gwen:

Whatwasyour age difference?

Opal :

Well, the first grade , most graduated at fourteen and
they started school at six . So , there was eight years
difference.

Gwen:

Were the parents involved with the discipline?

Opal :

Some, most of them would cooperate real well . If you had
a problem with the kids , they would try to help out.

Gwen :

Do you feel that the female teachers compared to the male
teachers would have more discipline problems?

Opal:

I think they would . I think I was lucky , I didn't have
too many problems the years that I taught .

Gwen :

Where did you live while you were teaching at the three
different schools? I know that you were married when you
taught at the last two schools .

Opal :

The first year , I lived with my folks. It was about
three miles, and most of the time , I drove their car.
If the weather and roads weren't too bad, I would walk.

Gwen:

How many years of schooling did you have to have to teach?

Opal :

Well, just, at that time, just a high school education
and when I was a senior, I took a class of normal training, we had to get to teach . And it was every subject
that we had to teach at school that we had to have in
high school to teach . We studied arithmetic, reading,
and everything down the line.

Gwen :

You said the schoolhouse

Opal:

Most of them inside were wood .

Gwen:

And when was the first

was built of wood right?

schoolhouse you taught at built?
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Opal :

Oh , I don't know .
is just a guess .

I started in '29 , I expect 1918 .

That

Gwen :

And what about the o~her two?

Opal :

About the same.

Gwen:

And are any of them still standing?

Opal :

Just one .

Gwen :

Just one, and that's the . . .

Opal :

North Star .

Gwen :

Is it used for any activities?

Opal :

It is used for community, they play cards in it . One
club has Thanksgiving dinner . They keep it up the best
they can , and of course , now they have electricity . But
when I taught school, if we had anything at night, we
had to use gas lanterns and gas lamps and tables from home .

Gwen :

Were all three of the schools public schools?

Opal:

Yes .

Gwen:

What type of heating and light , you said you used gas
during the evening ; but during the day , did you just use
the sunlight?

Opal :

Yes .

Gwen :

And what about toilet?

Opal :

They were outside toilets - -one for boys and one for girls .

Gwen :

Did they have any sort of lighting?

Opal :

No .

Gwen :

How did the school get its water?

Opal :

Well, when I taught, they had a pump at each school , go
out and pump water. And then they would have a big croplike pool they would put the wate~ and each child was
supposed to bring their own cup . When I was a kid in
school , we had water from a bucket, and everyone drank
out of the same dipper . We all lived . It was better by
the time I taught .

Gwen:

Could you pick one of the schools that you taught at and
describe the interior? Was it similar to the Plymouth School?

I think they were .
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Opal :

Yes , it was very similar, without the lights , of course .
We didn't have as many shelves for the books . We had a
book case about like the one behind you, and the ceiling
was plaster just like the side walls here are . We had
old blinds- - you know the kind that pull up and down - they weren't the Venetian blinds . And we had the black
board , maps and the desks.
I think it was very similar
to this ; different sized desks , of course .

Gwen:

Who was in charge of the upkeep of the school building?

Opal:

The district and the school board , you know , would make
decisions ; if they need something , it was up to the school
board to get it .

Gwen:

And the teacher would play janitor?

Opal:

Yes .

Gwen :

What were some of the physical problems? Did any of the
schools have physical problems like raining or anything?

Opal :

Oh , it would , just like it doe s today .
They would have
to walk home in the mud . One time, it started snowing
and I had a good school board that year ; he , the one member came, and he got all the kids that l ived close to town
and got them home before the blizzard hit . And my brother
came and got me in the car and he just about had to push
the car the last mile home . And it was the blizzard that
killed so many school bus kids in Colorado that year . So ,
lucky we got home.

Gwen :

What happened to the two stone or the two schoolhouses
that are no longer in existence?

Opal:

One of them burned down , but they had quit having school
there anyway . And then the other was torn down.

Gwen:

Where did the supplies and equipment that were in the
one that was torn down , where did it go to?

Opal :

Oh , I think just some farmer bought it for the lumber .

Gwen:

How did your schools differ , the three of them , from the
others in the area?

Opal :

They were all about the same . The second school I taught,
this Union , it was a l arger room and we had a cloak room
on it . They could put their coats ; but most of them was
like this and just hung their coats inside .
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Gwen :

Did you have any students , you said they started when
they were about six , did you have any in the twenties
who had maybe moved to the area and decided to come to
school?

Opal :

I didn't. I went to school with kids like that , but I
think mine by the time they got through the eighth grade,
they quit. They didn't have extra .

Gwen :

Did you have problems with children moving into the area
and then moving out , maybe with the same school?

Opal :

Some , but not very much then .
settled .

Gwen:

What was the greatest distance traveled by the students to
come to school in the morning?

Opal :

Oh, I think about two to three miles .
real close , a quarter of a mile even .

Gwen :

How many students did you have in your first school?

Opal:

I believe there was 12 , so that was a little eas i er because the second school I taught at there was 18 .

Gwen :

And at the third?

Opal :

I guess I remember it was about 15.

Gwen:

What grade levels did you have?

Opal :

I had all grades .

Gwen:

One through eight .

Opal:

Oh, it would vary all the way from three to maybe five .

Gwen :

Did you ever go for a year where you didn't have any in
one certain class?

Opal:

I don ' t think in the five years I taught--1 had one in
every class .

Gwen :

What type of occupations did your students take up after
graduation?

Opal :

Well , some of them are farmers and the girls , of course ,
most of them grew up and some of them taught school.
when they got through high school and some college work .
A lot of them just got married and were housewives .

Gwen :

So a few did attend college?

People were pretty well

Some of them were

Okay , what was the average class size?
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Opal :

Yes , I think I had , I had a few that did . There weren't
many at that time that we nt on to college .

Gwen :

Did the students come from a particular background , a
cultural background?

Opal :

You mean , what do you mean , German or something like
that? Oh , not , not , close . One family came from , their
parents were a Swedish family . One family was from a
German family , but it was far enough back that , you know ,
it didn't make much difference .

Gwen :

What was the dress and overall appearance of the students?

Opal:

Just everyday clothes mostly.

Gwen:

So , the girls , did they wear dress and boots?

Opal :

Dresses and long, long stockings ; and sometimes the girls
would come with an apron on because they didn't change
every day . They would hang their dresses back when they
got home and wear them the next day . And the boys , they
would mostly wear overalls .

Gwen :

What was the cost of the education to the students?

Opal :

Oh , it wasn ' t great at that time . I said they would use
books that their older brothers or sisters use~ or they
would buy second-hand books . Unless the books changed ,
they didn't have to buy new ones very often . So it didn ' t
run very high .

Gwen :

So their only expense was their textbooks?

Opal:

Yes, that was about all .

Gwen:

Do they use slates or paper?

Opal:

They had tablets and pencils and , at the time I taught,
they had colored crayons . And we used blackboards
always .

Gwen:

What was the school's jurisdiction--the boundaries , was
it like an acre? How many square miles?

Opal :

It was probably , let's see here , I suppose around the
school it would go out three to four miles.

Gwen :

How was it decided on whichstudents went to which school?
Was it just whatever school . . .
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Opal :

Well it was districts just kind of like they have now .
I remember the first , it was District 48 which doesn't
mean where it was in the county, it was just that districts and there wquld take in so many miles, farms.

Gwen:

Was the schoolnouse
the school year?

Opal:

The one I taught, the second one, the larger one, they
had literary about once a month. Sometimes it was the
kids who would take part, but a lot of times it was the
community who would get together that just sang.

Gwen:

You said the schools had a school board. Can you remember any of the school board members names? Are any of
them living around Lenora still?

Opal:

Well, let's see, I'm sure that most of them have died by
now. That was back in the thirties , early thirties .
George Bein was a school board member and Sam Klein--he
has boys that live in Lenora now . Lady by the name of
Hansen; I think she still lives in Hill City. And in
this North Star, Marvin Jamison was one of the school
board members, of course , he's gone , but his family still
lives on the place . Myrna Haines .

Gwen:

Did you have any organizations similar to PTA?

Opal:

No, we didn't .

Gwen :

Who hired and fired the teachers?

Opal :

The school board.

Gwen:

Did anyone else have input--parents, students?

Opal:

The school board might have talked to the parents when
they got ready to fire, but the three school board members were the only ones who signed the contract .

Gwen :

Were there any activities between the schools like sports,
or spelling bee contests?

Opal:

There was a ball game once in awhile, softball games, one
school would go over to the other and play for one-half
an hour.

Gwen:

Did any of the three schools make any lasting contributions to the community?

Opal:

No, that is, I don't know that they did.

Gwen:

Why did the schools close?

used for any community events during
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Opal :

Not enough pupils .
know .

They consolidated with the town , you

Gwen :

Is this when they ~uilt the Lenora Rural School?

Opal :

Yes . Some of the first group I had , I think , some of
their children went to Morland ; which of course is just
south of here .

Gwen:

Was the land purchased or given to the school?

Opal :

It was purchased .

Gwen :

Was it purchased by the district?

Opal:

It was either purchased by them, or it could be that some
farmer would let them build a school on it . And whether
he was paid for it, I really don't know . I don ' t remember.

Gwen :

Where would the funds come from if the farmer was paid
for it?

Opal :

I suppose the taxes .

Gwen:

Did the community help with constructing the school building?

Opal:

I don't remember when they were built, but I bet they
did , rather than to hire a contractor or something why
the parents would help build a schoolhouse.
But I'm not
too sure about it.

Gwen :

What was your salary when you first started teaching?

Opal :

Ok, I think the first year it was $45 a month and, you
know , I did all the janitor work . And the last year I
taught , it was $90 . You usually got a $5 raise the
second year you taught .

Gwen :

How did they determine? Did they go by the number of
students that you tau ght?

Opal :

No , it was kind of a going wage .
about the same in the county .

Gwen :

Did you have a voice at all in your salary negotiations?

Opal :

Not very much.

Gwen:

How did you get your paycheck?

Opal :

The three school boards would sign a check to me .

All teachers were paid

It kind of , it was sort of a set wage.
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Gwen :

How was the school financed?
community, the state?

Was it financed by the

Opal :

The taxes, I think. And there might have been state money ;
and, of course , thi county constiguates would be the main
one, I think.

Gwen:

That's all the questions I have .
would like to add?

Opal:

Oh, I don't know if I can think of something .

Is there anything you

I brought a picture of a schoolhouse, that , it was very
similar to this . I thought I had a big picture. This
was used as a church. Now , the place I went to school
was, they used as a church. But that was a picture of
a schoolhouse . And then over here , or this one is the
front of the schoolhouse; it was a little different ,
but similar, just one room.
And that was my eighth grade diploma which they may be
different now . I don't know . But that was all there
was to it .
Gwen :

It has got the Sunflower on it for Kansas.

Opal :

And then , well, that was a spelling award I got when I
was in school. I was surprised that we got them then
because that was so long ago .
And this is my teaching certificate--! had to make grades
when I wrote on an exam before I could get a teacher ' s
certificate.
But you didn't have to go to college then
to teach school , but it wasn't too long until you did .
And then this is, that is one of the schools I taught at
in the country to see how they dressed . They always wore
something on their heads because they had to get out in
the cold.
Now, this is the same as one of those .

Gwen:

Well, thank you Grandma .

Opal:

You're welcome Gwen . I hope I have helped you so you
won't flunk this subject .

